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® Method for applying a friction-reducing coating. 

© Method for applying a friction-reducing coating providing protection against wear on a substrate, according 
to which method at least an intrinsic diamond-like carbon coating is applied on the substrate by means of a thin- 
film technique, characterized in that a silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon coating is applied on the intrinsic 
diamond-like carbon coating by means of a thin-film technique. 
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The invention concerns a method for applying a friction-reducing coating providing protection against 
wear on a substrate, according to which method at least an intrinsic diamond-like carbon coating is applied 
on the substrate by means of a thin-film technique. 

Methods of this type whereby an intrinsic, amorphous, diamond-like carbon coating (i-C or a-C) or 
amorphous hydrogenated diamond-like carbon coating (a-C:H) is applied on a substrate of for example 
steel, offer interesting advantages since such coatings have a high hardness, a relatively low coefficient of 
friction and a chemical inertness, which results in a good resistance against wear and corrosion. 

Such methods are described among others in "Thin Solid Films" 217 (1992) 56 and "Diamond and 
Related Materials" 2 (1993) 272. 

However, the coefficient of friction of such coatings depends on the surrounding air humidity. Thus, it is 
known that the coefficient of friction increases from for example 0.05 in a dry nitrogen atmosphere or in a 
very high vacuum up to a value between 0.15 and 0.4 at a relative humidity of 50%. The high internal 
compression stress in these diamond-like carbon coatings may also cause adherence problems, as a result 
of which the thickness remains restricted to for example 2000 nm. 

The invention aims to remedy said disadvantages and to provide a method for applying a coating on a 
substrate providing protection against wear with which a coating with still better qualities can be obtained 
and among others a lower coefficient of friction, independent of the air humidity. 

This aim is reached according to the invention as a silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon coating is 
applied on the intrinsic diamond-like carbon coating by means of a thin-film technique. 

Surprisingly, it appeared that in this manner the excellent tribological qualities of both coatings are 
combined. The thus obtained multi-layer has, apart from an exceptionally high resistance against wear 
which is typical of the intrinsic diamond-like carbon coating, also a very low coefficient of friction which is 
indepent of the prevailing air humidity, such as with a single silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon coating. 
Moreover, the internal tensions of this multi-layer are lower compared to those of intrinsic diamond-like 
carbon coatings. 

The use of silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon coatings, also called amorphous hydrogenated sili- 
con/carbon alloys (a-Sh- x C x :H) is known as such. Such layers are used because of the low coefficient of 
friction which is obtained for a silicon atom content between 10 and 40% and which is independent of the 
prevailing air humidity. Also the internal tensions in the layer are relatively small, such that this layer can be 
made relatively thick. However, this silicon alloyed diamond-like coating, which is used alone as such, has a 
lower resistance against wear than the intrinsic diamond-like carbon coatings as a result of structural 
changes in the material due to the silicon. The latter is described among others in "Diamond and Related 
Materials" 1 (1992) 553, "Surface and Coatings Technology", 62 (1993) 577 and "Journal de Physique II" 3 
(1993) 503. However, nothing seemed to indicate that by using such an alloyed diamond-like coating 
together with an intrinsic diamond-like carbon coating the advantages of both layers together could be 
obtained. 

In a peculiar embodiment of the invention an intrinsic diamond-like carbon coating and a silicon alloyed 
diamond-like carbon coating are alternately applied several times up to a total number of layers between 2 
and 5,000, and for example between 4 and 50 whereby the top layer can be a silicon alloyed as well as an 
intrinsic diamond-like carbon coating. 

According to a practical embodiment of the invention, layers are applied with a thickness between 2 and 
5,000 nm, and for example with a thickness of about 200 nm. 

In a special embodiment of the invention the intrinsic and the silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon 
coatings are applied on the substrate by means of plasma-assisted chemical vapour deposition or PACVD 
at a temperature below 350 * C. 

Other particularities and advantages of the invention will become clear from the following description of 
a method for applying a friction-reducing coating providing protection against wear on a substrate, 
according to the invention. This description is given as an example only and does not limit the invention in 
any way. The figures refer to the accompanying drawings, where: 

figure 1 shows a diagram of the coefficient of friction as a function of time during a ball-on-disk test for 
an intrinsic diamond-like carbon coating; 

figure 2 shows a diagram analogous to that in figure 1, but for a silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon 
coating; 

figure 3 shows a diagram analogous to that in figure 2, but now for a lower normal force, which illustrates 
the intrinsic low coefficient of friction of this type of coating; 

figure 4 shows a diagram analogous to those in the previous figures, but for a multi-layer applied 
according to the invention. 
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To apply a coating with an exceptionally high resistance against wear and moreover a very low 
coefficient of friction which is independent of the prevailing air humidity, a multi-layer consisting of 
subsequent layers of intrinsic diamond-like carbon (a-C:H) and silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon (a- 
Sh-xCxiH) is applied on the substrate according to a thin-film technique known as such. These layers can 
5 be applied one or several times, whereby an intrinsic diamond-like carbon coating is alternated with a 
silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon coating. 

The total number of layers can be situated between 2 and 5,000 and is for example situated between 4 
and 50. Practically, the thickness of these layers is situated between 2 and 5,000 nm and amounts for 
example to 200 nm. 

io An appropriate thin-film technique to apply these subsequent layers is the PACVD technique (plasma- 
assisted chemical vapour deposition), whereby the intrinsic diamond-like carbon layers are made on the 
basis of a plasma of methane and the silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon layers are made on the basis of a 
plasma of a mixture of methane and silane. This can be obtained in a very simple manner by keeping the 
methane supply constant during the plasma deposition process and by starting and stopping the silane 

75 supply according to a selected time schedule. The other process parameters such as the operating 
pressure, radio frequency power, cathode self-bias and temperature are hereby maintained constant. The 
deposition temperature is hereby kept below 350 • C, as a result of which the choice of substrate materials 
is practically limitless. 

In so far as the substrate is made of steel, iron or alloys thereof, it is recommended to clean the 
20 substrate surface first by means of for example a plasma/etching process and to subsequently apply an 
intermediate silicon layer by means of said PACVD technique before letting the multi-layer grow. An 
intermediate layer of 20 nm will do. 

The invention will be further illustrated by means of the following example: 

25 EXAMPLE. 

/ A substrate of stainless steel UNI X5CrNi810 was put on the cathode of a PACVD reactor. In this 

V reactor was created a vacuum with a final pressure of 10~ 3 Pa and subsequently an Ar plasma was lit 

during some five minutes in order to clean the substrate surface by means of a plasma/etching process. 
30 A thin intermediate layer of silicon was allowed to grow on the cleaned substrate surface on the basis of 
a silane/hydrogen gas mixture. The aim of this intermediate layer with a thickness of 20 nm is to improve 
the adherence of the subsequent layers. 

Without causing the plasma to expand the silane/hydrogen supply was gradually replaced by methane 
and the first a-C:H layer of the multi-layer was allowed to grow (STAGE A). Thanks to the gradual transition 
35 of silane to methane, a gradual transition of the intermediate silicon layer to the first layer of the multi-layer 
was obtained, which has a positive effect on the bond. During the deposition of the a-C:H layer, the 
parameters were as follows: 



- pressure: 


1.5 Pa 


- flow: 


0.017 Pa.rT^s" 1 (10 seem) 


- rf power: 


35 W 


- cathode bias: 


300 V 


- deposition time: 


40 min. 


- thickness of layer: 


200 nm 



After the deposition time of 40 min. the silane supply was opened again and a second a-Si 0 .2C 0 . 8 :H 
layer was allowed to grow (STAGE B). The process parameters were the same as in the previous stage, 
except for the flow and the deposition time. The flow of methane was unaltered, but 0.0017 Pa-nr^s - ' (1 
so seem) was added to it. The deposition time was only 35 min., but the thickness of the layer was the same, 
namely 200 nm. 

By subsequently alternately stopping and re-opening the silane supply, the latter two stages A and B 
were repeated four times. In this manner was obtained a multi-layer consisting of five a-C:H layers, 
alternated with five a-Sh-xC^H layers, whereby x = 0.8. Consequently, the total thickness of the multi-layer 
55 amounted to 2,000 nm, the intermediate silicon layer not included. 

This multi-layer was tested by means of the ball-on-disk test with a normal force of 10 N. According to 
this wear test, a steel ball (UNI 102Cr6KU) with a diameter of 6.35 mm was pressed with said normal force 
against the horizontally fixed, coated substrate. The atmosphere inside the test space consisted of damp 
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nitrogen with 50% relative humidity. No lubricants were used. The substrate was made to turn at a rotation 
speed of 500 r/min. The eccentricity of the ball was 6 mm. During the test, the tangential frictional force was 
measured. The ratio between said tangentional force and the constant normal force represents the 
coefficient of friction. When the coefficient of friction exceeds a value 0.5, the test is automatically brought 

5 to an end (the coefficient of friction between the ball and the non-coated substrate is normally 0.6 under the 
same circumstances). The time between the beginning and the automatic stopping of the test indicates the 
age of the studied coating and is characteristic for the wear resistance of said coating. The intrinsic 
coefficient of friction of the coating is the minimum steady coefficient of friction before the layer partially 
fails within the wear track, which results in an increase of the coefficient of friction. Also the period during 

io which the coating had a coefficient of friction smaller than 0.1 was consistently noted. 

The test results of the multi-layer obtained according to the example are represented in figure 4, in 
which the coefficient of friction as a function of time is represented in hours. As is shown in this figure, the 
coefficient of friction was 0.06 and the age 29 hours and 16 min. After 12.5 hours, the coefficient of friction 
exceeded 0.1. 

75 In comparison, a substrate was coated according to two reference examples, with an intrinsic diamond- 
like carbon coating alone and with a silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon coating alone respectively. 



REFERENCE EXAMPLE I. 



c 



20 The substrate described in the above-mentioned example was cleaned by means of a plasma/etching 
process and provided with an intermediate silicon layer according to the method described in said example. 
Further, only an a-C:H layer was applied in said stage A of the example. The parameters were exactly the 
same, except for the deposition time and the layer thickness, which was 1,500 nm. 

When carrying out the above-described ball-on-disk wear test, a coefficient of friction of 0.15 to 0.25 

25 was obtained and an age of 53 hours and 1 5 minutes, despite the smaller layer thickness (1 ,500 nm instead 
of 2,000 nm). From the start, the coefficient of friction exceeded 0.1. The results of this test (namely the 
coefficient of friction as a function of time in hours) are represented in figure 1. 



30 



REFERENCE EXAMPLE II. 



The same substrate as described in the example was cleaned by means of a plasma/etching process 
and provided with an intermediate silicon layer according to the manner described therein. 

One single silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon layer a-Si 0 .2C 0 .8:H was applied on this substrate in said 
stage B of the example. The parameters were exactly the same, except for the deposition time and the 
35 layer thickness, which was 2,000 nm. 

When carrying out the above-mentioned ball-on-disk wear test, no intrinsic coefficient of friction could 
be determined as the wear resistance of this silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon coating was so low that it 
already failed partially at the beginning of the test. An age of 5 hours and 26 min. was recorded. Already 
from the start, the coefficient of friction was bigger than 0.1. 
40 The results which represent the coefficient of friction as a function of time in hours are represented in 
figure 2. 

An illustration of the intrinsic coefficient of friction as a function of time in hours of this type of layer can 
be found in figure 3. For this ball-on-disk measurement, the normal force was reduced from 10 N to 5 N. 

When comparing the results of the example with the results of the reference examples it is clear that by 
45 superposing intrinsic diamond-like carbon layers and silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon layers in one 
single multi-layer, both the high wear resistance of intrinsic diamond-like carbon and the low coefficient of 
friction, independent of the prevailing air humidity, of the silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon layer are 
obtained. 

The invention is by no means limited to the above-described embodiments; on the contrary, within the 
so scope of the patent application, many changes can be made to the described embodiments according to 
the invention. 

In particular, the used parameters such as operating pressure, gas flows, rf power, cathode self-bias 
and temperature may largely vary. The limits depend among others on the geometry of the reactor. The 
parameters for STAGE A will be selected such in practice that this stage entails the growth of a highly 
55 wear-resistant diamond-like carbon coating. Such parameters can be found in related literature. The 
parameters for STAGE B are preferably selected such that a reasonably wear-resistant a-Sh-xCxiH is also 
made and thus preferably identical to the one with which a-C:H coatings are presently made whereby the 
silane/methane gas flow ratio is set such that x is situated between 0.6 and 0.9. 
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The number of layers in the multi-layer does not necessarily have to be 10. This number may vary, as 
well as the thickness of the layers. 

All parameters can be optimized as a function of the required multi-layer qualities. 

The methane and silane precursors may possibly be replaced by others. Alternatives for methane are 
5 for example ethane and butane, whereas the toxic silane can be replaced for example by the less 
dangerous tetramethylsilicon (Si(CH3>4). 

Other thin-film techniques than PACVD can be used to apply the layers. In principle, all techniques with 
which good intrinsic and silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon coatings can be made to grow are suitable, 
such as for example physical vapour deposition techniques whereby layers are made by means of the 
io reactive atomization of a silicon object in the presence of a mixture of inert carbon-containing gases. 

The substrate does not necessarily have to be stainless steel. The choice of the substrate is only 
restricted by the deposition temperature (for example the tempering of steel types, the weakening and/or 
melting of plastics, etc.) The low deposition temperature with PACVD makes the choice of substrate 
materials practically limitless. 

75 

Claims 



1. Method for applying a friction-reducing coating providing protection against wear on a substrate, 
according to which method at least an intrinsic diamond-like carbon coating is applied on the substrate 

20 by means of a thin-film technique, characterized in that a silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon coating is 

applied on the intrinsic diamond-like carbon coating by means of a thin-film technique. 

2. Method according to the above claim, characterized in that an intrinsic diamond-like carbon coating and 
a silicon alloyed diamond-like carbon coating are alternately applied several times up to a total number 

25 of layers between 2 and 5,000, whereby the top layer can be a silicon alloyed as well as an intrinsic 

diamond-like carbon coating. 

3. Method according to the above claim, characterized in that between 4 and 50 layers are applied. 

30 4. Method according to any of the above claims, characterized in that layers with a thickness between 2 
and 5,000 nm are applied. 

5. Method according to the above claim, characterized in that layers with a thickness of about 200 nm are 
applied. 

35 

6. Method according to any of the above claims, characterized in that the intrinsic and the silicon alloyed 
diamond-like carbon coatings are applied on the substrate by means of plasma-assisted chemical 
vapour deposition (PACVD) at a temperature below 350 • C. 

40 7. Method according to the above claim, characterized in that the subsequent layers are applied by lifting 
a plasma of a carbon precursor and by adding a silicon precursor to this carbon precursor each time a 
silicon alloyed diamond-like layer is required. 

8. Method according to any of the above claims, characterized in that a substrate of steel is used and in 
45 that an intermediate layer of silicon is applied between the substrate and the first layer after the 

substrate surface was cleaned by means of for example a plasma/etching process. 
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